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In her entry on childhood in Keywords for Children’s 
Literature, Karen Sánchez-Eppler outlines some of the 
debates about childhood and about what stories are 
appropriate for young people. Drawing on the work  
of Anne Higonnet, Sánchez-Eppler concludes her  
essay by arguing for a plural notion of childhoods  
in order to allow for the telling of a broad range of 
stories that recognizes children as knowledgeable  
but still requiring the protection of adults. Jane M. 
Gangi’s Genocide in Contemporary Children’s and 
Young Adult Literature: Cambodia to Darfur contributes 
to this debate by arguing that young people can— 
and possibly should—learn about genocide through 
fiction and non-fiction but that these stories need to 
be told in a way that does not misrepresent specific 
genocidal events either through incorrect facts or 
inappropriate language.
Written over seven years in tandem with teaching 
courses about genocide in post-secondary institutions, 
Genocide in Contemporary Children’s and Young Adult 
Literature functions as a useful teaching resource that 
considers fiction and non-fiction texts that represent 
genocide for young people. Gangi devotes the first 
five chapters to particular genocides: Cambodia, 
Guatemala and Kurdish Iraq, Bosnia-Herzegovina 
and Kosovo, Rwanda, and Darfur. As she explains in 
her introduction, these five chapters follow a similar 
structure. They begin with information and context 
on the genocide in question and are followed by 
a description of how she includes responses from 
cultural insiders in her analysis of the books. She 
then places each text into one of three categories—
problematic, recommended with reservations, and 
recommended—and discusses why it belongs to that 
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particular category. These five chapters close with 
lists of works cited that include the problematic texts 
and two separate lists of texts recommended and 
recommended with reservations. Gangi states that 
she intends for this structure to make the book more 
accessible and easier to use as a teaching tool. The 
final two chapters deal with comprehensive books 
about genocide and teaching genocide.
This structure invites readers to consult the book as 
a teaching resource, and the main strength of the book 
resides in its dedication to being a comprehensive 
resource for teachers. For instance, within the main 
categories of problematic, recommended with 
reservation, and recommended are subsections that 
divide the texts by type. In other words, teachers 
looking for a recommended picture book about the 
Cambodian genocide can turn to that section to read 
the summary and analysis. Alternatively, if teachers are 
considering using a text in their classrooms and want 
to check how Gangi categorizes it, they can consult the 
list of works cited at the end of the chapter and then 
work back into the body of the chapter to learn more 
about why it received that placement.
Of particular use to educators may be the 
explanations about why a specific resource falls into 
the problematic category. Generally, the reasons relate 
to a misrepresentation of the genocide rather than to 
an aesthetic judgment. For instance, the subsections in 
the problematic category identify the mistakes in how 
certain texts describe the genocide, fail to acknowledge 
the genocide, or name it a civil war rather than a 
genocide, such as in the chapters on Bosnia and 
Rwanda. Other subsections include “The Genocide 
Was Not a Case of Spontaneous Combustion” 
(Cambodia; Bosnia and Kosovo; or a “Tribal Outburst” 
in Rwanda) and “The Problem of Exoticizing ‘the 
Other’” (Cambodia). Gangi also places texts in the 
problematic section if they fail to acknowledge outside 
influence such as British colonialism.
In addition to the structure of the book, the 
repetition of key ideas encourages readers to consider 
chapters individually rather than to move through 
the book from cover to cover as an overarching 
narrative. These ideas relate back to questions about 
the responsibility of adults to protect children. Gangi 
quotes Kenneth Kidd’s article “‘A’ Is for Auschwitz: 
Psychoanalysis, Trauma Theory, and the ‘Children’s 
Literature of Atrocity,’” in which he asks, “How to 
explain this shift away from the idea that young 
readers should be protected from evil and toward the 
conviction that they should be exposed to it, perhaps 
even endangered by it? It’s almost as if we now expect 
reading about trauma to be traumatic itself—as if we 
think children can’t otherwise comprehend atrocity” 
(120; qtd. in Gangi 5–6). Gangi then responds to Kidd’s 
question by quoting from Hamida Bosmajian’s book 
Sparing the Child: Grief and the Unspeakable in Youth 
Literature about Nazism and the Holocaust: children’s 
181Jeunesse: Young People, Texts, Cultures 7.1 (2015) Debra Dudek
literature “can offer rudimentary tales about these disasters, first 
stories of a thousand and one recountings to prevent the reduction 
of collective memory and keep alive the thought that it was the 
human being who was traumatized and annihilated at the site of 
atrocity” (248; qtd. in Gangi 6). Gangi repeats Kidd’s question and 
Bosmajian’s response throughout the book, either to remind readers 
of the significance of these two ideas or to introduce these ideas to 
readers who consult only parts of the book. Perhaps this repetition 
in itself enacts the very idea that Bosmajian suggests.
In chapter 6, Gangi moves away from discussing specific 
genocides in order to examine books in which authors deal with 
multiple genocides, but the structure of the chapters still follows 
the division into problematic, recommended with reservation, and 
recommended. The problematic books may cover some genocides 
well enough but misrepresent or contain inaccurate information 
about others, while the ones recommended with reservation have 
more subtle problems, such as a concern about the representation 
of too many genocides to young readers or representations that do 
not convey the complexities of a particular genocide adequately. 
The recommended section is much more extensive than the first  
two short sections and provides a comprehensive summary of  
books listed.
In chapter 7, Gangi summarizes some of the challenges she 
has faced when teaching genocide in primary, secondary, and 
post-secondary schools. The first section addresses the current 
educational policies in the United States, including the Common 
Core State Standards (CCSS), which forty-six states have accepted. 
The CCSS English Language Arts standards require elementary 
school children to read 50% literary and 50% informational 
The problematic 
books may cover some 
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but misrepresent or 
contain inaccurate 
information about 
others . . . .
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texts in order to become “college and career ready,” 
and middle and high school students to read 70% 
informational and 30% literary texts. The premise of 
this discussion relates to Gangi’s assertion that the 
“emotional engagement” that fiction provides “can 
propel people of all ages to look for more information 
about a subject” (169). She concludes this section by 
stressing that, if percentage mandates must exist, “they 
should be weighted the other way around” (169), in 
favour of more fiction.
Gangi’s emphasis on the importance of fiction and 
on engaging students with a range of creative works 
becomes most effective in the section in which she 
offers examples of how she has used literature and art 
to teach students about genocide. For instance, she 
teaches students about the Middle Passage by playing 
recordings of spirituals and 
silently turn[ing] the pages for students to view the 
illustrations in Tom Feeling’s The Middle Passage: 
White Ships/Black Cargo (1995), Julius Lester and 
Jerry Pinkney’s The Old African (2005), Julius Lester 
and Rod Brown’s From Slave Ship to Freedom Road 
(1998), and/or Jackie Napoleon Wilson’s Hidden 
Witness: African-American Images from the Dawn 
of Photography to the Civil War (1999). Students 
who come into the course with notions that African 
enslavement could not have been genocide begin 
to change their thinking. (173)
She justifies her methodology by referring back to her 
introduction, in which she writes “about the difficulties 
of having only words with which to describe genocide 
and the literature of genocide” (173), and I wonder if 
this perceived shortcoming of language provides one of 
the challenges not only of teaching genocide but also 
of writing a book about the teaching of genocide.
Gangi’s writing style leans to sparse description 
and succinct judgments. She does not shy away 
from expressing strong ideas about the power of 
literature to shape young people’s ideas and about the 
responsibility of authors to write books that represent 
genocide with accuracy. In the chapter on Bosnia-
Herzegovina and Kosovo, for example, Gangi criticizes 
an author of an informational text about Bosnia for 
using the passive voice and for not naming “Slobodan 
Miloševic and his thugs” as instigators of the Bosnian 
genocide. As she concludes her discussion of this 
section of problematic texts, “Authors of children’s and 
young adult literature on genocide do not serve their 
readers well by promoting stereotypes and avoiding 
the truth” (69). She writes perhaps even more strongly 
about other problematic books, including one about 
Darfur that uses a jingle to describe genocide: this 
book “would be better left unwritten than to diminish 
the atrocities suffered by the people of the Darfur” 
(127).
Having categorized such books as problematic 
and as “better left unwritten,” Gangi still sees a use 
`
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for such books in the classroom, such as conducting 
“problematic books workshops with several fifth-grade 
classes in urban schools” (184). After the children 
examined problematic books, Gangi discussed with 
them their responses to these books. Overall, the 
students expressed how valuable they found the 
exercise because it raised their awareness about how 
authors may unintentionally bias a story and therein 
be hurtful because of how they misrepresent genocide 
and its effects. By teaching critical literacy, Gangi 
argues, students may question the veracity of a story 
and therein learn to resist a simplification of a complex 
issue and work toward social change.
Implied resistance becomes overt in Gangi’s 
conclusion, which she subtitles “Resisting the Lie.” 
She opens this section with a quotation from Adolf 
Hitler about how people are “more easily prey to a 
big lie than a small one” and then summarizes one 
of the main concerns of her book: “A dilemma in 
children’s and young adult literature of genocide is 
how to protect children from trauma while acquainting 
them with the size of the lies that come into the world” 
(193). In order to work against such lies, Gangi says,
We must stop. Publishers must make sure that 
the books they publish on genocide for children 
and young adults are accurate, authentic, and 
responsible. Teachers and librarians must  
recognize, before they unknowingly share 
problematic books with students, that—as my  
fifth-grade friend Samantha said in Chapter  
Seven—“not everything from a book is true.” 
Professors and teachers should add critical literacy 
components to their courses; propaganda in 
some children’s and young adult literature on the 
genocides from Cambodia to Darfur has reached 
Orwellian proportions. If we don’t sit down and be 
quiet, we will continue to publish and consume 
books that perpetuate stereotypes and myths and 
dishonor victims of genocide, a form of genocide 
denial. (195)
Genocide in Contemporary Children’s and Young Adult 
Literature provides educators with a comprehensive 
survey of books about genocide, so teachers, 
publishers, authors, and librarians may do the work for 
which Gangi advocates so passionately.
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